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ABSTRACT 



This paper examines how policies on student behavior and 
attendance are used to push students into dropping out of school . Although in 
the public mind the proliferation of dropouts is associated with a drain on 
the economy, there is no real evidence to indicate either that there actually 
are large numbers of dropouts or that dropping out is directly connected to 
economic downturns. Mandatory education for all may be a mirage if one 
considers the role that behavior and attendance policies play in providing 
built-in mechanisms by which schools can expel nonconforming students. Both 
schools and students are aware that compulsory attendance only applies within 
a stipulated boundary. In the application of school behavior policies, 
students who breech protocol are more likely to be expelled from school than 
they are to be helped and supported in understanding and rectifying their 
behavior. School attendance policies serve similar ends. The stipulated 
consequences for nonattendance are the same as for any other prohibited 
behavior- -exemption from the compulsory attendance rules. Infractions of both 
behavior and attendance policies are assumed to be the fault of the student, 
and the school is released from its duty to provide an education for the 
student without being implicated as the source of the problem. It is time to 
rethink the assumptions behind compulsory education, school policies, 
punishments, and "the dropout problem." More support for students and 
teachers and inventive ways to deal with problems without excluding students 
from schools are needed, as are internal mechanisms to ensure that schools do 
not contribute to student attrition and an examination of the application of 
compulsory education in the postmodern society. (Contains 33 references.) 
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A History of Systemic Violence: School Policy and Student Attrition 
It is generally accepted that public education should be mandatory for two time 
honoured reasons -- because it has positive affects on students’ individual lives and 
because it aids them in becoming contributing citizens. This is probably true in most 
cases; the majority of students understand the exchange of compliance for credentials and 
are able to use the school system to further both the public and private good. But for 
some students, school is a hurtful, even dangerous, place from which they flee as soon as 
possible in spite of the best intentions of school personnel. 

The reasons for school leaving are often a complicated mixture of personal issues 
and institutional factors which are sometimes organized into “demographic, family- 
related, school-related, and individual” categories (Anisef and Andres, 1996, p. 93). This 
categorization assumes that the individual’s decision to leave school was a conscious and 
considered one. As Fine (1996) has suggested: “School-leavers are typically portrayed as 
young people who “choose” to exit an institution, cognizant or not of the presumed 
benefits of staying” (p. xi). It is possible that students leave because it is too 
uncomfortable at school to stay. Perhaps it is the “whitewashing (of) policies, ideologies, 
and practices (which) produce dropping out as widespread practice” (p. xi, italics in 
original). If students are leaving school because school policies force them out, these 
policies represent a form of systemic violence. 

Systemic violence 1 is not intentional but is sometimes the by-product of school 
practices and policies intended to be in the students’ best interests. It is “any 
institutionalized practice or procedure that adversely impacts on disadvantaged 
individuals or groups. . . . (and) may take the form of conventional policies and practices 
that appear to be neutral but result in discriminatory effects” (Epp & Watkinson, 1997, p. 



1 See Systemic Violence in Education: Promise Broken. Albany N. Y.: SUNY Press, 1997 and Systemic 
Violence: How Schools Hurt Children . London: Falmer press, 1996, J. Epp and A. Watkinson (eds.) 
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